TETE AGE OF SUFFERING

"Les gants de femme
Sont des fleurs parfume-e-e-s ..."

while playing a ridiculous song of 1900. He was laughing, showing his
pointed teeth, and his hands, those same hands which a moment before
had been imbued with genius, were drawing from the piano an idiotic
tune whose old-fashioned rhythm, even in parody, could not conceal its
vulgarity and bad taste.

Jean-Noel started up in his chair as if he had been awakened in the
middle of a dream. The spell was broken; the knife-blade had been
crossed and everything was slipping to the wrong side. Jean-Noel
looked about him. The descendant of Jupiter and Pasiphae went on
pulling at his multi-coloured wools in silence. Lord Pemrose gazed at
Jean-Noel with tender, eloquent eyes that turned away whenever the
boy's met his. Maxime de Bayos was tidying things. Christian repeated
the refrain:

"Les gants de femme ..."

And Jean-Noel recognized the same peculiar and alarming expression
he had seen on his face before dinner in front of the open drawer.

Suddenly Prince Galbani pushed his frame aside. His blue eyes had
a hard glint in them. He rapped on a little table beside him with his
fingers and said in a loud voice that barely concealed his anger: "Chris-
tian, you should have more tact! It's going a little bit too far."

"Yes, my dear," said Pemrose in a tone of reproach, turning his
head towards the piano, "I think Ben's perfectly right. You ought to
be ashamed of yourself."

Christian had stopped, looking both sullen and satisfied, like a child
caught out in a misdeed of which it is proud. And the three old men
looked at him like sorrowful parents, their hearts heavy with reproaches.

Jean-Noel did not understand the basis of this family quarrel,, and
wondered to what extent his presence might be the cause of it.

"Forgive us," said Pemrose, seeing Jean-Noel's embarrassment. "But
we think that Christian ought not to spoil his talent with such stupidi-
ties, don't you agree?"

Jean-Noel was not taken in by this reason invented on the spur of
the moment; he caught the glances passing between Basil and Ben,
Ben and Baba, and Baba and Christian which seemed to say: "We'll
talk about all this tomorrow when we're alone."

Shortly afterwards Ben went away, looking immensely tall and with-
out saying goodnight; the counterfeit adolescent followed.

"We always go to bed rather early," said Maxime de Bayos.

It was barely eleven; the house was perfectly still.

Lord Pemrose accompanied Jean-Noel to his room.

"Have you got everything you want? You have? You've been given
a jug of fresh water?"
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